Michigan Reading Journal
Volume 9

Issue 3

Article 2

October 1975

Let the User Beware: A Comment on the tenth grade Michigan
assessment test
Charles W. Peters

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/mrj

Recommended Citation
Peters, Charles W. (1975) "Let the User Beware: A Comment on the tenth grade Michigan assessment
test," Michigan Reading Journal: Vol. 9 : Iss. 3 , Article 2.
Available at: https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/mrj/vol9/iss3/2

From The Teachers & Writers Guide to Classic American Literature, edited by Christopher Edgar and Gary Lenhart,
2001, New York, NY: Teachers & Writers Collaborative. Copyright 2001 by Teachers & Writers Collaborative.
Reprinted with permission.
This work is brought to you for free and open access by ScholarWorks@GVSU. It has been accepted for inclusion in
Michigan Reading Journal by an authorized editor of ScholarWorks@GVSU. For more information, please contact
scholarworks@gvsu.edu.

LET THE USER BEWARE
A Comment on the
tenth grade Michigan assessment test
by Charles W. Peters, Ph.D.
Reading teachers, as well as content teachers at the secondary level,
need to be concerned about the reading component of the tenth grade
Michigan Assessment Tests. It represents a good example of how the
elementary model of reading has been
perpetuated at the secondary level.
When most of us think of reading at
the elementary level, we envision a
process which is taught as a subject.
For example, the elementary curriculum includes separate subjects in such
areas as math, science, social studies,
and reading. At the secondary level
reading becomes a process which
should not be taught independent of
content. If one needs a skill such as
cause and effect to adequately comprehend a social studies passage, the
skill must be taught in the context of
that subject. Reading skills are juxtaposed with content. Therefore, in
order for one to obtain an accurate
assessment of reading ability at the
secondary level, reading skills must be
assessed within the context of the
various disciplines that comprise the
curriculum at this level. As Robinson
(1975) states:
A secondary school reading and/or
study program simply cannot exist
as a dichotomous curriculum - a
strand in which reading and study
strategies are first taught before
application in the content area.
Teaching, learning, and application
must take place simultaneously
when and where needed. Again,
reading is a process, or perhaps
processes, but not a subject. (p.4)
Most reading authorities at the
secondary level (Aukerman, 1972;
Burmeister, 1974; Herber, 1970; Robinson, 1975; Shepherd, 1973; and

Thomas & Robinson, 1972) would
also agree that reading is not taught
independent of the content. Given
this promise, this article seeks to raise
one very important question: Is the
model of reading upon which the present state assessment test predicated
valid? Therefore, this article is not
meant to be a thorough analysis of the
instrument and should not be construed as such.
We must first begin by examining
the content of the state assessment
test since content validity, the degree
to which the test accurately reflects
reading behaviors at the secondary
level, is one of the fundamental precepts of test construction and is directly related to the overall question of
whether the materials utilized in this
instrument accurately reflect curricular material at the secondary level. The
content of the test was generated from
some of the followmg objectives:
(1) identify the appropriate sequence,
(2) determine cause and effect relation
ships, (3) select the best title for a
selection, and ( 4) recognize conclusions, summaries, generalizations. While
most people would agree that these
are valid objectives, it is the manner in
which the test operationally defines
them that raises the most serious question.
An examination of the reading
materials reveals that the vast majority
of paragraphs is comprised of narrativetype material. Narrative materials refer
to "story material," i.e., short stories,
novels, poems, and plays. They generally follow a distinctly discernable
story line, a step by step plot development and a purpose-problem-solution
sort of sequence. Narrative-type materials are predominately utilized in litera51

ture classes. However, most of the
material at the secondary level is expository. In expository material paragraphs are generally organized around
a main idea and a set of supporting
details. This organizational scheme can
be subdivided into subsections, sections, chapters, and unit organization.
The important point here is that the
differences in organizational structure
require a different reading strategy.
(For a detailed comparison of expository vs. narrative see Kenneth L.
Dulin's article "Teaching and Evaluating Reading in the Content Area" in
Barrett, Thomas C., & Johnson, Dale
D. (eds.) Views on Elementary Reading).
There is even a more distinctive
difference within expository material
that must also be considered. For
instance, one does not read math
material the same way one reads social
studies material. Math material is more
succinctly worded. More information
is contained per inch, per sentence, per
page than in social studies material. As
the following example reveals, social
studies material, when compared to
mathematical material, generally contains fewer embedded concepts per
paragraph; in addition the concepts are
usually described in more detail.

by a majority vote are a few examples
of the culture of American society.
These beliefs, or values along with
many others, are guidelines about how
Americans should behave in order to
be considered good citizens. When
Americans follow these guidelines, their
behavior fits the culture of their society. They are considered to be socializ~d.
Because an individual is born in the
United States to American parents
does not mean that he automatically
is socialized, that he instinctively possesses at birth the American culture.
An individual is not born with a culture. Rather, the individual is born
into a culture that he continues to
learn as long as he is part of the
society that has created the culture.
As part of the socialization process,
a typical American learns to speak
English, to accept Judaeo-Christian
religious beliefs, and to favor democratic government over dictatorship.
Through the socialization process, an
infant born in the United States to
American parents learns to become an
American. He is not born with special
qualities that make him behave similarly to other Americans and differently
from other peoples. Rather, an American becomes socialized through learning the customary ways of behaving
in his society, at home from his parents, at school from teachers, at
church from ministers, and at play
and at work from friends.*

The main point of the passage is contained within the first few lines
A.
What is Socialization?

Socialization is the name that social
scientists give to the process of becoming an accepted member of a
society. Socialization involves the learning of the society's culture. It begins
at birth and continues throughout life.

* Mehlinger, Howard D., & Patrick, John J.
American Political Behavior, @ copyright,
1972, by Indiana University, p. 100. Used
by permission of publisher, Ginn and Company, "Xerox Corporation".

In mathematical material the organizational structure is markedly different. Math material contains a double
language system. One is the language
of word symbols which are part of the
technical vocabulary of the discipline
as is the case with most expository
materials. The other is the language of
the mathematical symbols whicji are
also technical. The reading of mathematics involves the student's ability to

The more than 250 words that follow
merely serves to clarify the above
concept.

The beliefs that men have a right to
own personal property, that public
education should be provided for children, that the family should be the basic
group in our society, that men should
not steal from one another, that
government officials should be elected
52

As this comparison illustrated, not
only is there a difference between
narrative and expository material, but
there is also a distinctive difference
between the various types of expository material . Therefore, if reading
material at the secondary- level varies
in structure, organizational format,
and conceptual load, and if secondary
students, in order to be successful,
must show competencies in these
In this 140+ word passage there are areas, the tenth grade Michigan Assessment Tests should also require students
many more concepts, with fewer
to apply reading skills to social studies
semantic clues.
materials, science materials, vocational
The triangle inequality
education materials, and math materd2 (PR)< d2 (PQ) + d2 (QR)
ials. In its present form the reading
is satisfied by the distance function component of the state assessment
(6.1); See Sec. 4.6.
test assumes that a reader, who can
The distance d2 (PQ) between any successfully apply a skill such as recogtwo points is non-negative for all P and nition of the main idea of the passage,
to narrative material, can apply it to
Q. That is,
expository
material. This position viod2 (PQ) ~ O;
lates one of the basic tenets of instructhe sign of equality holds if and only if tion, assumptive teaching. We cannot
the points P and Q coincide. This often assume nor does 'research confirm
called the positivity of the distance (Peters & Kaufman, 1975; Peters,
function; it follows immediately from Peters, & Kaufman, 197 5; Shores,
the definition (6.1 ).
1943; and Sochor, 1948) that reading
If P has coordinates (x,y) and Q has competencies in one discipline insure
coordinates (ax,ay), where a is a non- success in another. A poor reag.~ is
negative constant, then
not always a poor reader. As the pred2 (OQ) = ad2 (OP);
viously mentioned research indicates,
here O denotes the origin (0,0). This there may be a relationship between a
property is sometimes called the homo- student's reading ability and the subgeneity of the distance function, and ject matter the student is required to
read. Therefore, in order for the Michiit holds because
d2 (OQ) = [(ax)2 + (ay)2] 1/2= gan Assessment Tests to adequately
evaluate its objectives, the reading
[a2 (x2 + y2)11/2 =
component must include a representaa (x2 + y2)172 = a d2 (OP).
tive sample of reading material from
The Euclidean distance has still another other disciplines.
property.
The Euclidean distance between two
Realizing that there are other conpoints remains unchanged if the (x,y) - tent components of the Michigan
plane is rotated about. the origin Assessments Tests, the question arises
through some angle. This property is as to whether some content related
sometimes called. rotation invariance.*, reading skills have been subsumed by
content subtests? To answer this question an examination of one subtest
Beckenbach, Edwin, & Bellman. Richard.
was performed. As the analysis of the
An Introduction to Inequalities. @ copyright
math component of the Michigan
1961 by Random House, p. 100. Used by
permission of publisher.
Assessment Tests reveals, some math-

read two languages and to translate
from one to the other. As the following example reveals, the material contains many embedded concepts and
possesses fewer semantic clues which,
as Bransford and Franks (1972) point
out, is an important requisite for comprehension. Therefore, the organizational structure of the material dictates that it must be read differently
than social studies material.
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Questions 3 - 9 are also based upon
the same word problem. The directions
would be as follows: Circle "a" if you
think the information is given in the
problem or "b" if the information is
not given in the problem.
a b 3) The tank is half full
a b 4) The weight of a gallon of
water is given
a b 5) A gallon of water weighs
8 pounds
a b 6) The number of pounds of
water in the tank
a b 7) Number of gallons in the
tank
a b 8) Type of tank
a b 9) The tank is filled
While this example deals only with
the math segment of the test, similar
criticisms can be made in regard to the
other content related portions of the
tenth grade test.
To recapitulate, this article has
merely been an attempt to analyze
one important aspect of the reading
component of the Michigan Assessment
Tests, the model of reading upon which
the instrument is predicated. Most
experts would agree, that the secondary reading component is myopic in
nature thus challenging one of the
basic premises utilized by the State
Department of Education to support
the instrument, i.e., content validity.
Therefore, if it is to accurately reflect
the reading process at the secondary
level, these inadequacies must be
changed or the results become questionable.

reading skills are incorporated within
the test but only on a very limited
basis, e.g., the ability to interpret
graphic material. Even with this limited overlap, the present method utilized by the State Department to report
the results of the test to its users makes
no attempt to group these skills under
related headings such as math-reading
skills. This could be done by merely
using a matrix sampling procedure
which could be programmed to group
common skills and then report the
results under related sub-sections.
However, neither the math nor the
reading component make an attempt
to separate computational skills from
reading skills. For example, if the
following story problem had to read:
A gallon of water weighs 8.3 pounds.
The water in a tank weighs 1,494
pounds. How, many gallons of water
are in the tank?
and a student is unable to solve the
problem, it is not known whether the
student's inability to solve the problem
was the result of 1) a computational
weakness, 2) a math-reading problem
or 3) a combination of the two. Therefore, the two operations must be
separately assessed. The following
examples illustrate several math-reading related questions that could be
asked in order to ascertain whether
students comprehend math material.
1) What is to be found in the
problem?
A. The size of the tank
B. The time it takes to drain
the tank
C. The number of gallons the
tank will hold when full
D. The number of gallons in
the tank
E. The weight of the water
2) To solve the problem you would
A. 1,494 x 8.3
B. 1,494+ 8.3
C. 8.3 + 1.494
D. 1,494 - 8.3
E. 1,494 + 8.3
54
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